Proceedings of the Royal Society of Medicine 14 [February 6, 1957] Whither Medical History? [Abstract] PRESIDENT'S ADDRESS By DOUGLAS GUTHRIE, M.D., F.R.C.S.Ed., F.R.S.Ed. DR. DOUGLAS GuTHRmIE suggested that the time had come when the question "Whither Medical History?" might be asked with profit, even though it was impossible to supply an immediate answer.
It was interesting for the History of Medicine Section to look back to the date of its birth, when its founder, Sir William Osler, wrote to a friend in November 1912: "We have made an excellent start with our new Historical Section at the Royal Society of Medicine. There were over two hundred at the first meeting, so I hope it may be a success."
To-day, nearly half a century later, they might well pause to take stock of the situation. In this age of specialism, the art of medicine was in danger of being neglected, and this Section of a great Society, the only Section which was in no sense a specialty, and which still used a vocabulary intelligible to all, could play an important part in helping to counteract the somewhat narrowing effect of the present-day trend in medicine.
History provided an essential basis to medical education, and perhaps never before had there been so great a need for quiet retrospection, in order to look forward with clearer vision.
Moreover, there was a constant demand for fresh interpretations of historical facts to meet the varying outlook of each new generation of students.
Science had profited greatly from the specialist trend, but it could not supply all the answers to medical problems. There was still a subtle "something" which defied analysis, and it was not improbable that a closer study of the primitive attitude towards health and disease, the supernatural approach, might bring us nearer to the solution of problems which science alone could not solve.
There was also a need for a more philosophical approach to medicine, so that thought and reason might keep pace with observation and experiment. The time had come, too, for a re-statement of the Hippocratic oath in terms suited to modem conditions. Unfortunately this ancient and influential charter of medical conduct was almost wholly neglected in English medical schools, although in all four Scottish universities it formed an important item in the ceremony of medical graduation. Dr. Guthrie also discussed the need for more widespread teaching of the history of medicine. A short course of 6 or 8 lectures, giving an outline of the main trends of medical thought, and an account of the leading pioneers, sufficed to interest the student, who might then continue to explore this exciting field for himself. Some account of the history of the particular medical school ought to be included, and due tribute should be paid to the importance of medical ethics. The history of each of the various branches of medicine was best included within the subject rather than in any separate lectures. One historical lecture might suffice, and it ought not to be an introductory lecture, being best deferred until the student already knew at least part of the subject, and could therefore appreciate an account of its history. Lectures were not the only means of approach to history. Exhibits of books, manuscripts, photographs, instruments and apparatus should be available, clearly and amply labelled. Societies devoted to medical history should include among their members librarians, chemists, nurses, dental surgeons, and indeed all who might be interested. There ought also to be a close link with general historians, of whose studies medical history is simply one aspect.
The wide appeal of medical history was one of its main attractions, in this age of centrifugal specialism. It was a valuable means of bringing together again all the various specialists, and was, perhaps, the best method of retaining the interest of the entire profession in that attitude towards medicine which, since the days of Hippocrates, has been so aptly termed "The Art".
